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THE C A T A L A N  M O D E L  
F O R  P R I M A R Y  S C H O O L  
E D U C A T I O N  
FROM THE VERY START, THE LINGUISTIC OUTLINE 
ADOPTED BY THE CATALAN EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM WAS 
DEFINED ACCORDING TO THE FOLLOWING CONCEPTS: 
SCHOOLS W I U  BE CATALAN BY VIRTUE OF THE LANGUAGE, 
AND THE SYLLABUS AND APPROACH FAVOURABLE TO THE 
SITUATION IN CATALONIA. IN ORDER TO ACHIEVE THIS, 
THE GENERALITAT DE CATALUNYA'S DEPARTMENT OF
EDUCATION INITIATED A SPECIAL TEACHING PROJECT 
CALLED "PROGRAMA D'IMMERSIÓ LINGU~STICA", WHICH 
CONSTITUTES THE REAL CATALAN MODEL FOR PRIMARY 
TEACHING OF THE LANGUAGE. 
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O he process of getting our lan- guage to be used normally, which in Catalonia is referred to 
with the expression "linguistic normali- 
zation", has made considerable pro- 
gress in society in general, but particu- 
larly in the field of schools and teaching 
between 1978 and 1989. Any attentive 
observer of Catalonia's socio-linguistic 
situation in the seventies could see the 
difficulties involved in introducing the 
Catalan language into teaching, both as 
a subject to be leamt and as a teaching 
medium for the various subjects on the 
syllabus. Looking back after ten years, 
one of the most important features was 
the choice of linguistic outline which 
the educational system had to adopt for - 
its schools. From the very start, this was 
defined according to the following con- 
cepts: schools will be Catalan by virtue 
of the language, and the syllabus and 
approach favourable to the situation in 
Catalonia. This definition was adopted 
and defended by the autonomous gov- 
emment's educational administration. 
Almost fifty per cent of pupils in Cata- 
lan schools come from non-catalan- 
speaking families, a result of the uncon- 
trolled immigration of the fifties, sixties 
and seventies. 
The schools had to provide a coherent 
response to this situation, in keeping 
with the proposed linguistic approach. 
Once it became obvious that a few 
hours a week of Catalan language 
classes did not guarantee pupils a pro- 
per understanding of and competence 
in the language, that the pupils whose 
home language was not Catalan very 
often acquired no more than a certain 
leve1 of understanding without achiev- 
ing any real progress in the production 
of the language (see Quatre Anys de Ca- 
tala a lBEscola, Departament d'Ensen- 
yament, Barcelona 1983), and that even 
the introduction of school subjects in 
Catalan after 1982 did not lead to real 
competence or -needless to say- the 
linguistic habits necessary for the nor- 
mal use of the language, the Generalitat 
de Catalunya's Education Department 
initiated a special teaching project 
caiied "Programa d'Immersi6 Lingüísti- 
ca", which constitutes the real Catalan 
model for primary teaching of the lan- 
guage. The Programa d'Immersi6 de- 
pends on the Departament d'Ensenya- 
ment, Servei d'Ensenyament del Catala 
(SEDEC). 
This programme, which is applied in 
those schools with more than 70 % of 
non-Catalan-speaking children, in- 
volves a change from the language of 
the home to a new, school language, in 
an experience-based teaching system. 
The Immersion Programme is based on 
four main points which complement 
each other: 
-a duration of four academic years. 
-application in the first years of educa- 
tion, when the most important thing is 
the acquisition of skills and abilities 
and the development of the senses 
themselves. An education which, 
rather than study, calls for life experi- 
ences, which are carried out in Cata- 
lan. 
-the children "immersed" are all be- 
tween the ages of 3 and 7, a period 
recognized as the most suitable, since 
the human brain is then at its most 
adaptable. 
-the parents' express wish that their 
children be brought up and instructed 
in Catalan with the Programme. 
In fact, applying the Immersion Pro- 
gramme involves no more than starting 
the child's education in Catalan, which 
is the language used in education in 
Catalonia. Once the Programme has fi- 
nished, at the age of eight, this educa- 
tion has to continue until the end of 
compulsory schooling. Immersion al- 
ways involves teaching in Catalan; but 
teaching in Catalan does not always in- 
volve immersion. 
When we in Catalonia refer to immer- 
sion as a Programme, we are obviously 
presenting it as a project rather than as 
a teaching programme. And this project 
is made up of a series of actions, of 
activities which, properly planned, 
should allow us to achieve our linguistic 
and educational aims. 
Promotion is a basic factor in explaining 
the whys and wherefores of the Pro- 
gramme. This work is done by SEDEC 
experts and directed at parents and lo- 
cal authorities. It is the first step in 
providing full information about such 
an important subject as the type of edu- 
cation the child will receive in his first 
year at school. In fact, parents' support 
for the programme runs very high in- 
deed. In Sant Feliu de Llobregat, a town 
where the proportion of non-catalan- 
speaking families exceeds 80 %, 93 % of 
parents who registered their children 
for the academic year 1988-89 opted for 
educational projects in Catalan. This is 
just one example of the general situa- 
tion in those parts of Catalonia with a 
high immigrant population, where Ca- 
talan is rarely spoken. 
Technical Information directed at 
teachers is of three types: specific infor- 
mation, to familiarize the teacher with 
the psycholinguistic, pedagogic and so- 
ciological basis of the Programme, as 
well as the initial teaching approach ex- 
pected of the teacher. The second type 
is made up of the Assessment Seminars, 
a Iongitudinal technical information, 
spread over the acadernic year at fort- 
nightly intervals. Here attention is 
given to the teaching proposals to be in- 
cluded in the programme of classroom 
teaching activities. In other words, how 
immersion is to be applied. In this re- 
spect, there is a wide range of material 
available to teachers, from teaching 
units for the introduction of different 
workshops into the classroom, to the 
treatment of written language following 
the most advanced directives in the 
field of psychology and education. Sta- 
ble assessment is the last of the three 
types and takes place through the school 
Seminars. These are regular meetings 
with al1 the teachers involved, and pro- 
vide an opportunity to plan together, 
co-ordinate activities and receive guid- 
ance as regards the best approach to 
education in Catalan. Over the aca- 
demic year 1988-99, more than two 
thousand teachers took part in the tech- 
nical information sessions. 
Teaching material consists of kits for 
one of the levels applying the Pro- 
gramme in each school. The material is 
specially selected to help make learning 
lively and interesting. 
Positive supports for oral expression. 
The programme's logical steps, which 
define its linguistic aims, are as follows: 
First year (4 yrs) understanding the lan- 
@a@. 
Second year ( 5  yrs) oral production of 
the language. 
Third year (6 yrs) learning to read and 
write. 
Fourth year (7 yrs) consolidation of in- 
strumental learning. 
So that these different stages can be 
fulíy completed in all cases, positive 
supports are foreseen for those class- 
rooms where the number of pupils ex- 
ceeds 20 or where there is evidence of 
special needs. 
Class control on a three-monthly basis. 
To provide direct information on the 
development of immersion courses in 
the classroom, a SEDEC assessor 
spends one or two sessions working 
alongside the teacher. 
Scientific control of the immersion pro- 
grammes. SEDEC has a section devoted 
to research and statistics. For the last 
four years, they have been preparing a 
report with the collaboration of the 
University of Barcelona, to observe the 
psychological and psycholinguistic be- 
haviour of children who have been 
through an Immersion Programme. The 
work consists of three sub-projects: 
Analysis of the teacher-pupil linguistic 
interaction, assessment of the pupii's 
overall performance and, especially, of 
linguistic performance and communica- 
tive capacity. The report will soon be 
available, and it can be said from the 
initial results that linguistic immersion 
achieves its aims as regards language 
skills and the acquirement of knowledge 
in relation to the quality of the teach- 
ing: trained teachers, well structured 
school, etc. 
Assessment of language skills. This con- 
sists in an oral test at the end of kinder- 
garten, set and supervised by the 
teacher himself. Similary, the same sort 
of test, though at a higher level, is set 
for the pupils in the last year of the 
Programme. This test contains elements 
of reading and writing. An example 
could be the test set to two classes of 
four-year-old girls in the first year of 
Linguistic Immersion and one class of 
four-year-old Castilian-speaking and 
Castilian-taught boys. This was a dif- 
ferential intelligence test between verbal 
level (V), motorperception level (PM), 
memory (MEM), numeric (N) and gene- 
ral cognitive (CG). The results obtained 
after one year's teaching in two classes 
of four-year-olds are as follows: 
1. Non-Catalan-speaking children 
taught in Catalan. 
V PM MEM N C G  
CLASS A 40.28 41.96 22.24 20.12 102.36 
CLASS B 46.59 39.55 25.18 18.92 105.30 
2. Non-Catalan-speaking children 
taught in Castilian. 
CLASS C 42.89 41.84 21 18.52 103.27 
Supervision. The immersion pro- 
grammes are included in the Linguistic 
Project forming part of the School Edu- 
cational Project which each establish- 
ment has to prepare, agree on and put 
into practice. The Immersion Program- 
me receives special attention from the 
inspectors who supervise and guide its 
running. Regular reports are issued in 
this respect. 
General Evaluation. The complexity of 
the Immersion Programme, resulting 
both from the number of teachers in- 
volved and from the number of chil- 
dren who benefit from it, as well as 
from al1 the other factors 1 have de- 
scribed, calls for an overall evaluation 
on the basis of partial evaluations of 
the elements and actions that go to make 
up the Programme. 
It must be said that in its six years of 
existente in Catalan schools, the Im- 
mersion Programme has been highly 
valued both for its results and for its 
general operation, though the positive 
support aspects and others of an organ- 
izational nature have met with difficul- 
ties in certain cases. 
The Immersion Programme has af- 
fected 640 schools, 1,932 classrooms 
and 60,000 schoolchildren. 
It is important to understand that the 
best positive support an "immersed" 
pupil can get is the involvement and 
identification of the parents in the 
school educational project carried out 
in Catalan. 
The general spectrum on wich the Im- 
mersion Programme in Catalonia has 
been based shows a common denomi- 
nator with the immersion applied in 
other countries. 
It would not be going too far to say that 
Catalan schools' most original contribu- 
tion to immersion education lies not so 
much in its justification as in teaching 
contributions with specific methodo- 
logies. 
As 1 pointed out at the beginning, the 
Immersion Programme is the Catalan 
model for primary language learning 
prepared and run by the Generalitat de 
Catalunya, the autonomous govern- 
ment. Its successful implantation has 
benefited from the professionality of 
the teaching world, as well as its devo- 
tion to its Catalan spirit and the moder- 
nity of the educational system. 
